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T
hose of us working in the field of historic
preservation can become so absorbed in the
procedures and techniques of protecting the
physical remnants of the past that we forget
why it is important to do so. We should

remind ourselves periodically that experiencing places
“helps in making contact with those who were before….
It is a way to find them as human beings, as necessary as
the digging you do in libraries.”1 And like digging in
libraries, exploring and studying historic places has enor-
mous educational value.

Historic Places and Education

In The Past is a Foreign Country, historian David
Lowenthal identifies “tangible relics” as a major source
for learning about the past, and suggests that a past with-
out them “seems too tenuous to be credible.”2 For
today’s students, the issue may be that, credible or not, it
is too tenuous to be relevant or interesting. Real places
provide substance to the themes and events students
read about in textbooks. Real places from their own com-
munities make an even stronger connection for students,
and may spark an interest in history that helps them
reach beyond themselves to learn of other times, places,
and cultures.3

One of the limitations of places and things is that they
are mute, and require interpretation; they instruct us best
in conjunction with other sources.4 As many education,
history, social studies, and geography professionals and
organizations have recommended, an interdisciplinary
approach works best. Use of historic places makes tradi-
tional educational techniques more complementary, and
brings win-win-win results—for teachers, students, and
preservationists. Teachers have one more means with

which to engage the interest of students, students earn
knowledge from and an appreciation for cultural
resources, and preservationists gain the stewards of
tomorrow. 

Teaching Tools

National Register List
For teachers who want to enliven their classes with his-

toric places, the National Register can help in several
ways. As a list of more than 62,000 historic resources
throughout America, it can lead to places that represent
the stories, or pieces of the stories, educators want to tell
about the past. Either the National Register office or the
State Historic Preservation Office can provide a list of
National Register properties in any geographic region.
This information also is available at many libraries.5

A computerized database called the National Register
Information System (NRIS) makes it possible to find
places linked not only geographically, but by characteris-
tics such as historic themes, past or present uses, or asso-
ciations with important individuals. A teacher starting a
unit on industrialism and the Gilded Age could identify
properties associated with Vanderbilt, Gould, or other
key figures; industrial complexes or company towns
from the late-19th century; or local mills or factories. To
focus on milestones of the Civil Rights movement, a
teacher could find properties nationwide representing
African American history since 1950. To explore how a
specific community’s evolving demographics relate to
trends in U.S. immigration and cultural diversity, a
teacher could obtain a list either of local resources associ-
ated with various ethnic groups or of properties in sever-
al states associated with a single group. Requests can be
narrowed or broadened depending on the geographic
parameters, number of topics, or historic time spans
specified. 

National Register Documentation
Once a teacher has identified historic places, he or she

can obtain copies of the documentation on them. Historic
properties are not limited to those listed in the National
Register; investigations constantly bring to light places
worthy of nomination and listing. The advantage of start-
ing with National Register properties, however, is that
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Historic drawing of the Hoch Homestead from the National Register file for
Oley Township Historic District, Berks Co., PA. 1882 drawing: Brader; photo:
Ken Haas.

The Hoch Homestead in 1982, from the National Register file for Oley
Township Historic District. Photo by Phoebe Hopkins.



these places have been documented already, and every
property file includes considerable information useful to
teachers:  a physical description, geographical informa-
tion and a map, a statement of historical significance, a
bibliography, and at least one black and white photo-
graph. Frequently, files contain other information as well,
such as site plans, historic photographs, copies of prima-
ry documents, articles, or additional maps.

In many cases—particularly where local or thematic
surveys have produced “Multiple Property” packages of
nominations—studies in support of National Register
nominations make important contributions to historical
scholarship. Approximately 90% of National Register
properties represent state and local history, and teachers
would be challenged to find a more accessible summary
of major historic themes, people, and events for many
areas of the country. Documentation for properties listed
in the last decade or so tends to be much more thorough
than that of earlier nominations. 

National Register Publications
A number of materials that the National Register pro-

gram produces primarily for purposes other than class-
room education also can benefit teachers. To assist those
evaluating properties for possible nomination to the
National Register, the National Park Service publishes
technical bulletins on specific types of resources. These
bulletins generally contain historical background, bibli-
ographies, and guidance in understanding what these
places tell us about local, regional, state, or national his-
tory. Such understanding is as essential for teaching or
learning from properties and for justifying how they
meet National Register criteria for significance.
Therefore, bulletins on topics such as cemeteries, battle-
fields, mining resources, post offices, and landscapes can
help teachers interpret the cultural resources they find in
their communities.6

National Register Participation
Once they are attuned to the physical history of their

state or community, teachers and students are likely to
identify important places that are not listed in the
National Register. Direct participation in the process to
research and nominate a property to the National
Register is another option for educators. Teachers are
well aware that students who “do” history demonstrate
greater interest in and mastery of the subject. Partici-
pation has the added advantages of reinforcing the idea
that history has value in “the real world,” and of demon-
strating one way to translate learning into good citizen-
ship.

Although completion of the entire process from identi-
fication to listing usually is beyond the scope of a single
year’s class, it may be divided into stages and combined
with other endeavors that provide each class with a sense
of accomplishment. One class could conduct initial
research,  write articles for a local newspaper, and submit
information to the local library. Another class could ana-
lyze how the property relates to broad national themes as
represented by National Register criteria, design a school
exhibit, and work with the State Historic Preservation
Office to nominate the property to the state and/or
national registers. 

Teaching with Historic Places

The National Register is a co-partner with the National
Trust for Historic Preservation in another key program to
benefit educators, Teaching with Historic Places. Because
teachers do not always have the time or the training to
convert National Register information into instructional
units, this program provides ready-to-use materials and
also trains educators in methodologies for using historic
places.7

The cornerstone of the program is a series of short les-
son plans. Each lesson links one or more places listed in
the National Register to broad themes, issues, and events
covered in history and social studies curricula. Following
a format designed for elementary through high schools,
each lesson contains background information; learning
objectives; maps, readings, and photographs from which
students extract data; and activities that guide students in
synthesizing and analyzing the information. At least one
of these activities directs students to the history of their
own communities.8 Also underway are more complex
kits of lesson plans and other materials that will allow
teachers to carry a single theme such as work or conflict
through the school year.

One of the goals of the Teaching with Historic Places
program is for teachers nationwide to use historic places
as resources as easily as they use the written word.
Program staff have offered several workshops on writing
lesson plans.9 In addition, a curriculum framework that
encompasses elements of the knowledge and skill base,
intellectual content, available resources, and potential
partnerships for the professional development of educa-
tors in this methodology is near completion. Portions of
this framework have been tested in a one-semester grad-
uate course at George Mason University in Virginia, and
in shorter classes and workshops. Later this year, a
course will be offered for teams of state preservationists
and educators to enable them to develop creative learn-
ing opportunities in their states.
_______________
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discovery process. They experience the excitement of
researching and synthesizing material to create a historic
context and reach an understanding of a resource that
never existed before. Part of this is accomplished by hav-
ing them work with primary sources such as street direc-
tories and Sanborn maps. They also experience the disci-
pline of applying National Register criteria, making a
decision of eligibility, and preparing the nomination
forms. 

The overarching goal of the reevaluation of the
National Register historic district nomination is to simu-
late a professional experience in preservation—if one
thing ties us together in the preservation field, it is work-
ing with the National Register of Historic Places. At the
end of the semester, students are told:  “You are ready.”
“Ready for what?” they ask. I tell them, “Ready to prac-
tice preservation.”
_______________
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